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von Roten: Iris von Roten as Artist

Iris von Roten as Artist
Introduction to Blumenblicke
Zurich: eFeF Verlag, 1993.
Hortensia von Roten
Iris vonRoten (1917-1990) was a painter who was driven by an inner need
to express her aesthetic vision with unrnediated directness. In contrast to her
published work, her paintings are not an invitation to public discourse, but to
the enjoyment of the world of flowers in their various forms and colors. She
wanted to create a hundred works of art before her oeuvre was to be shown in
public. When eye problems prevented her from painting at the end of the
1980s, she had created fifty-six works in oil and about twenty on paper had
been created. She still thought of an exhibit, but now she lacked the vigor and
energy needed for such an undertaking. On 11 September 1990 Iris von Roten
died. She explicitly did not want a memorial service. Peter von Roten and I
decided, therefore, to make an exhibit of Iris' paintings and to issue a catalog
in order to commemorate her by the lively and magnificent flowers of her
paintings. The death of Peter von Roten in August 1991 crossed these plans.
But in the fall of 1993 it became a reality: Forty paintings of Iris von Roten
were shown to a wider public in Brig by the Kunstverein (Art Society) of the
Upper Valais. A further exhibit was prepared in Zurich at the renowned Gallery
of Roswitha Haftmann for Spring 1998. The published book Blumenblicke
resulted from the planned catalog. Selecting only paintings of flowers took into
account that Iris von Roten pursued that genre above all with masterful
originality. On the one hand the often repeated motif of flowers documents a
lifelong passion of Iris von Roten, on the other the intensely colorful and
unconventionally elegant compositions testify to Iris von Roten' s artistic talent.
Throughout her life Iris von Roten was engaged in drawing and painting.
Already as a teenager she would spend
whole afternoons drawing. On walks she
would sketch landscapes, in churches and
monasteries examine frescoes, altars, and
statues as well as study architectural details
and draw what she saw. Barely eighteen, she
traveled, sketchbook in hand, through the
Rhineland and northeastern France, a
journey dominated by Gothic art. On her
next travels to Italy, master works of the
Blumenblicke
Renaissance predominated. Also in later
years she loved to visit galleries, yet remained coolly analytical and did not
commit to a particular master or work.
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During her legal studies and her journalistic activities in Zurich and
Lucerne there seemed to be no time for drawing. Only after her marriage to
Peter von Roten and the move to Leuk in the V alais in 1946 did Iris von Roten
resume painting. Without hesitation she faced the huge canvas and in vigorous
strokes painted the Rhone Valley viewed westward from Leuk. In the same
period she also made a portrait of Peter in which his lush black locks sensually
contrast with a ruby red tie and the collar of his jacket that was rimmed by
black Persian fur.
In 1950 Iris von Roten took over the direction of the advertisement
division of the firm Hanro in Liestal. During the week she lived in Basel, Peter
von Roten in Leuk, and they spent the weekends together in the Valais. In
1951, Peter von Roten also moved most of his professional activities to Basel,
where they owned a beautiful house in the old part of the city. In 1952 their
daughter Hortensia was born. From then on Iris von Roten devoted herself
totally to her life's work, a comprehensive investigation of the social position
of women which was published in 1958 with the title Frauen im Laufgitter
[Women in the Playpen] that created an earthquake in Switzerland. The epochal
work was met by waves of hatred and rejection. Pints of venomous ink, mixedin with liquid manure, were poured over the author. Iris von Roten was repelled
and disappointed. Soon she undertook alone a six-month trip to Turkey. She
published her impressions and reflections under the title Vom Bosporus zum
Euphrat [From the Bosporus to the Euphrates]. Most critics viewed her book
positively, but her annoyance with the publisher, who had demanded massive
cuts, and in the end the meager remuneration for all the journalistic trouble,
dampened her joy of writing. She now turned more and more to painting
because, as she pointed out to a publisher friend, "in contrast to sculptures and
paintings, a successful work in book form is exposed already in its formation
to change and destruction by a third party."
Iris von Roten would sit before a large canvas between delphiniums in
bloom. In the eyes of her six-year old daughter the canvas was huge, and its
transportation from home to the market-garden in Rieben and back was a
veritable adventure in which she had a big role to play. Together with the easel
the canvas was diagonally placed through the open sunroof of the Fiat 600. It
was Hortensia's task to stand behind the canvas and to hold it firm. It was one
of the many wonderful car trips with her mother. In good weather the folding
roof was always open, and she was allowed to stand up on the backseat and
defiantly face the intense wind.
For several weeks Iris von Roten would spend every afternoon until
nightfall among the delphinium beds. Every other day she would change
position until a new branch with blossoms would be painted. Iris von Roten
was not concerned with the flowerbeds, nor the flower garden, nor with the
rendition of the ambiance of a summery afternoon; she devoted her attention
exclusively to the delphinium sprigs, marked by densely arrayed blossoms of
different form and size, and the harmony in blue. The delphiniums proudly
stretch upward in pairs and in groups. In the lower right hand of the picture
below a small delphinium is peeking up like an audacious - or shy - rebel in
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the tall lanky group. It is as if the presence of the little daughter, who during
the painting rummaged through the garden and whom the owner initiated into
all kinds of plant-wonders, had found her parallel in the world of flowers. The
flower stems cover a white surface, without making a shadow, without
background, and without a hint of their origin. What is decisive are the natural
forms of leaves and blossoms, the warm intensity of colors as well as the
generosity and clarity of composition.
From now on Iris von Roten made two to four large oil paintings a year
and embarked on extended trips abroad. In her painting she did not seek selfrealization as she did as a publicist. In her artistic endeavor she found
relaxation and satisfaction as an intellectual. Therefore she did not submit to
a forced schedule. Individual projects took a very long time to mature.
Her motifs ranged from flowers to gardens and from buildings to
landscapes. Iris von Roten discovered the latter subjects mainly on excursions
into the neighboring Alsace and during annual visits of several weeks to her
sister Sylvia Mazot-Meyer and her husband, the painter Louis Mazot. Sylvia
had been able to establish herself in Paris as an art dealer and as a designer. She
owned a magnificent house in the medieval town of Provins, the garden of
which reached upward towards the old castle. Louis had a country home near
Montpellier. Especially during the 1970s and 1980s, the stays with Sylvia and
Louis in Provins and in southern France had become a firm tradition. During
each visit Iris painted one or two pictures. She also explored the surroundings,
visited historic places, and rummaged through antique shops and flea markets
of the region. As all her journeys, she undertook these trips always by herself.
Iris von Roten captured many of the impressive landscapes she had discovered
on canvas. Yet Sylvia's garden provided the objects for pictures more than the
landscapes of southern France, since all kinds of flowers remained Iris'
preferred pictorial motif.
The flower paintings show tulips at all stages, amaryllises with oversized
brilliant red blossoms, irises in numerous shades of color, and lilies in many
variations. Also poppies, columbines and sweat peas, hollyhocks, oleanders
and trumpet vines, orchids, roses and arum, pansies, jasmines and forget-menots, narcissus, daisies and hyacinths, hibiscus, gladiolas and asters as well as
dahlias, osters, and chrysanthemums. The flowers are often presented singly,
as in botanical studies of the 18th century. They are spread over a picture's
space in harmonious constellation, range beyond the canvas, or crowd in from
all sides into a picture's space. At times they are tied into loose bouquets and
set in vases and occasionally are also accompanied by some artistic objects.
Depending on the plant and the season, Iris von Roten painted outdoors, either
in her own garden or in the garden of friends or even in the Botanical Garden.
Often she also worked in the studio of her house in Basel. When she painted
in her studio, the flowers stood singly in vases. She would paint a prearranged
bouquet but rarely, as she did one day when a long-standing friend sent her a
magnificent flower arrangement. The bouquet delighted her so much that she
immediately began painting it. She set the flowers in front of a mirror in order
to intensify their luscious elegance.
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Iris von Roten loved flowers. "The innumerable plants in summer, always
more, and always again others," she wrote euphorically about summer, "testify
to an invincible will to live." In flowers she found not only vitality embodied,
but also beauty, a beauty in which nature and the hand of humans became one.
Iris von Roten felt a strong need to shape her life esthetically, thereby making
all spheres of life joyful to the senses and thus more tolerable. "If at all, then
beautiful," wrote Iris von Roten, modifying a Puritan phrase, and continued:
"Beauty is a necessity of life for all - the sense for beauty transforms
everything. In it lies the art of making true nature, the essence of things,
visible. It gives them their value, creates treasures and thereby enriches." She
ended with the sigh: "Done not only properly, but also beautifully - it would
be a different life."
Despite her strong esthetic view of flowers, Iris von Roten also had a
practical understanding of plants that derived from the experience she had
gained in the large garden of her parents in Rapperswil on the lake of Zurich.
She had the so-called green thumb. She knew how to accommodate plants and
knew their needs. It led to much genuine success in her house, but also meant
many surrenders. Iris von Roten, for instance, had to find a new place for a
hibiscus bush that delighted visitors with the lush splendor of its blossoms, but
in her winter garden had soon reached the size of a tree. She advertised for a
new suitable place and also found one. With the help of two students the
beloved plant was finally ushered to a new spot. The thought that plants, too,
have a soul, seemed to Iris von Roten not entirely wayward. Thus for days a
newspaper report about a so-called flower murderer was the center of the
evening conversation at the dinner table. A scientific experiment had been
reported in which the reaction of plants to one being picked to pieces in the
same room was measured. According to the report, the other plants did
"recognize" the "tormenter" at a later occasion.
Her own, shady city-garden with its giant horse chestnut tree received
devoted care, but the possibilities especially in regard to flowers were severely
limited. The best opportunities came in spring when trees were still without
foliage. Then the tulips, narcissus and daffodils looked like colorful islands in
the dark ivy covering the ground. It was a yearly returning spectacular sight.
For years numerous new kinds of tulips were systematically tried. This is
documented by the marked and annotated catalogs of the large nurseries that
filled the drawers. Iris von Roten also found new ideas at garden shows and in
botanical gardens and enjoyed visits to beautiful gardens of befriended
relatives. She noted each change attentively and acknowledged success without
envy in which occasionally she had had a hand through the floral treasures she
had brought along.
Her wish to shape a landscape garden was not fulfilled. But in the 1960s
she was able to purchase the Heidnischbiel (Pagan Hill) in Raron, the home of
Peter von Roten in the Valais. This boulder is a stone's throw from the
medieval tower in which they both lived. "If I were a poet," wrote the
chronicler Konrad Zeller about the Heidnischbiel, "I would try to express the
whole wave of primal feelings that arise in me when I think of this flat, drawn
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out boulder which drops off steeply on almost all sides and stands separated
from the northern side of the mountain by the gentle Burgmatten. Although it
does not lie in the middle of the large valley, it stands nevertheless free
between its two sides. I would talk about the delight that fills me when I stand
on its back, enveloped by the roar of the valley's stormy wind - one almost
feels as if heaviness was lifting and one was floating in space .... And I would
tell how I experience the boulder in its numerous garbs when I approach it from
different sides and in different seasons: In spring, when it is covered by the
furry bells of the monkshood and when thousands of the liverwort's white and
blue stars ring its base; somewhat later, when the yellow of the foxgloves
dominates; then again when a whole veil of purple lobelia covers the south
side. In summer, when it is burnt brown and only the large fat and the small
silvery house wort dominate the field, together with the small silvery grey and
finely ruffled wormwood, and when in between crimson carnations and goldenyellow small yarrows are dispersed. I would have to say something about the
smells which come from the creeping juniper, the juniper bushes and the
wormwood that lie in every hollow." Here in this rich natural landscape Iris
. von Roten spent many hours, here on the Heidnischbiel under the juniper
bushes rest her ashes.
Raron, The Tower, in Summer 1993.

Translated by Leo Schelbert, revised by Kirsten Schelbert and Hortensia von
Roten
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